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Recent reports by the International Labor Organization (ILO) indicate that while more jobs are
available in Latin America after the economic adjustments of the 1980s, the informal sector has
grown, and real wages have declined. Victor Tokman, director of the Santiago-based Regional
Employment Programme for Latin America and the Caribbean (PREALC), said one of the biggest
challenges is increasing productive employment. PREALC is the Latin American/Caribbean section
of the ILO. According to Tokman, real wages have increased in nominal terms, but real value has
been consistently low since 1980. In 1991, the regional minimum wage average was one-third less
than in 1980. A report by PREALC on employment over the 1980-1991 period indicated that in recent
years, the average urban unemployment rate for the region has levelled off at 8%, compared to
10% between 1982 and 1986. The open unemployment rate last year in Brazil, Chile, Costa Rica and
Mexico was lower than in 1980. In contrast, open unemployment increased between 1980 and 1991
in Argentina, Guatemala and Venezuela. Informal sector employment including self-employed
workers, micro-enterprises and domestic services rose from 40% of urban jobs in 1980 to 53% last
year. The number of workers employed in the informal sector rose from 33 million to 62 million. The
PREALC report also indicates that in the mid-1980s, the average industrial wage in Latin America
was US$1.26 per hour, 10 times less than in the US or Canada. The regional average is below wages
paid to workers in the so-called "Asian Tigers," where the average per hour ranges from US$2.11
in Hong Kong to US$2.04 in Singapore to US$1.89 in South Korea. The most dramatic reduction in
real wages occurred in Peru. In 1991, the minimum wage was 85% less than in 1980. Between 1980
and 1991, the minimum wage declined by 40% to 60% in Guatemala, Mexico, Bolivia, Brazil and
Uruguay. (Basic data from Inter Press Service, 05/08/92)
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